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NEWS RELEASE
NOSTALGIA FOR TRADITIONAL AMERICAN FAMILY MISPLACED,
SAYS STEPHANIE COONTZ, UD DISTINGUISHED SPEAKER
DAYTON, Ohio- The longing that many in modern society feel for the traditional
American family is based on misplaced nostalgia, not fact, according to Stephanie Coontz,
author of the The Way We Never Were: American Families and the Nostalgia Trap (Basic Books,
$16.50).
Coontz, who teaches history and family studies at Evergreen College in Olympia, Wash.,
will speak about ~Families in the New Millennium: Where Have We Come From? Where Are
We Going?" at 8 p.m. Tuesday, Feb. 20, in the Kennedy Union Ballroom as part of the 2000-2001
Distinguished Speaker Series at the University of Dayton.
Admission is free and open to the public.
"Most people believe that the 1950s family we see on "Nick at Nite" reruns was the
traditional American family, and of course in comparison with that image, today' s families look
pretty chaotic," said Coontz. "But there are two problems with this. First, Leave it to Beaver and

The Ozzie and Harriet Show were not documentaries. Many families were much more troubled
and had major problems. Second, the families that did resemble this male-breadwinner ideal
were actually a new invention in American history, made possible by an unprecedented
government subsidy of early marriage and young families."
Despite the political press for traditional family values, the past is gone and shouldn't be
revived, Coontz said. "Today's families have overcome many old problems but face many new
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ones. What we're discovering, however, is that almost every kind of family has strengths it can
build on, but different families have to work in different ways, so it's actually bad for families to

try to force them into a 1950s mold."
Coontz, who is working on a book about the history of marriage, also has written The

Way We Really Are: Coming to Terms with America's Changing Families (Basic Books, $16) and The
Social Origins of Private Life: A History of American Families.
She's in the research stage for her new book. "I suppose what is most fun and interesting
is to really delve into just how variable marital arrangements and values have been throughout
history," she said. "We tend to think that stepfamilies, cohabiting families, single-mother
families and dual-earner families are new, but in fact they were actually more common in some
period of the past than they are today."
Coontz has testified about her research before the House Select Committee on Children,
Youth and Families in Washington, D.C., and addressed audiences in America and Europe. Her
work has been featured in the New York Times, Wall Street Journal, Washington Post, Newsweek,

Harper's, Vogue, Life and Mirabella. She has appeared on Oprah, Crossfire, CNN's Talk Back Live,
CBS This Morning and Nighttalk with Jane Whitney as well as several prime-time television
documentaries, including ones hosted by Walter Cronkite and Barbara Walters.
A former Woodrow Wilson Fellow, Coontz has also taught at Kobe University in Japan
and the University of Hawaii at Hilo. She is the national co-chair of Contemporary Families and
serves on the editorial board of the Journal of Family History and Frontiers. In 1995 she received
the Dale Richmond Award from the American Academy of Pediatrics for her "outstanding
contributions to the field of child development."
-30For media interviews, contact Stephanie Coontz at (360) 352-8117 or via e-mail at
coontz@olywa.net.

